
Sonnet XXXU

Glossary

thine

oath

slacken

troth

loathe

viol

wroth

perfect strains

defaced

doat

your

promise, pledge (of love)
to relax or loosen

solemn vow, usually to marry
hate, detest

a stringed instrument, precursor to a
violin, popular in the 16th and 17th
centuries. They had six strings and
were played with a curved bow.

extreme anger
pefect melody, notes
spoiled, ruined

very fond, extreme devotion (usually
dote)

Summary

This sonnet is weil-known and revered as both poignant andbeautiful. The speaker addresses nei oetrothed and teils ofher first reaction to his proposal of marriage. She wasunceftain and saw herself as unwofthy of 
-nis 

pf.Jg., !n.uses an extended simire where she compares'nerGr to afaulty viol and Browning to the pta'ei. Sne is ufr'd, ;[;one wrong note, the instrument wourd be found ,n*orinv.Yet the speaker rearises she has unoeieJim-Jei in.'rr.,rior
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the player and that he can create perfection from such an
instrument,

Dtscussion

Like her other sonnets this uses the pleasantly simple
rhythmic iambic pentameter and the very regular rhyme
scheme of the petrarchan sonnet. It is aiso written rbth.,
simply using a straightforward comparison to represent thepersona's feelings.

The poem begins with persona's account of her response to
her lover's oath, She is addressing him, speaking of "thine
oath". It assumed she speaks of his proposal of-marriage as
he has clearly told her of his love many, many times before,
even in the few in the series of sonnets that are prescribed.
Mingled with the tone of amazement and excitement is a
clear sense of fear.

The morning after the proposar, "the first time that the sun
rose on thine oath", she had doubts and eagerly awaited
the moon, which obviously refers to the night. She uses
natural images. Here the sun symbolises, in its light and
new day image, the new life and new seriousnesi of their
relationship. Yet the desire for the moon sees her wishing
for darkness to "slacken all those bonds which seemed too
soon'. Here the night, which accompanies the moon, gives
her shelter from dayt glare. The bonds are loosened is sne
is more alone at night and can feel ress tied to her rover.
she can also sleep and forget the tumultuous events. yet
the moon also seems to give her comfort, perhaps neint
personified in a protection role. There is a sense'of quiei
and clam which she crearly needs as her feerings are in
turmoil.

r44 Top Notes

we hear how her concern with the predge stems from therapidity of the relationship. She feets it ii n.pp.rirJ'ioosoon so she doubts ,'euick_loving 
hearts,,. The use of ..Ithought" reminds us she is spea[ing of the past. This washer initiar reaction and she *rv *.rr tnirr, oi#ilnity"now. rtalso hints at her inexperien.. ur,lihorght,, implies only aperspective and we know she has lit,e] if r;)rih;;;;i;measure these things by.

The fear she feers,,is not in the proposar or her acceptanceof it, In fact it is the fear for tne rulure that worries her. sheis concerned that such swifl feetings mlOht as quickly swingthe other way a-nq,,tu1n 
19g.atrve_ 

iiquick_toving 
hearts, Ithought, may quickly loath;. fne repetition of ,.quickly,,

creates this sense of a pendulum eftect. Her fears wereexacerbated by the uncharacteristic nature of her reactionto Browning' she does not r."r ** gpe to readiry fat inlove so the speed of this r.hiionrhii woutC shock her.
This dread is intensified by her serf doubts. she berievesherself unworthy of nrowninga W.;

And looking at myselt I seemed not oneFor such a man,s lovel

Her reference to him as..such a man,, reflects her awe ofhim. To Barrett Browning he is too magnificent andesteemed to be reaty abre to be satisfieo nrnei inis is
Iolj. considering at the time, earr;tt Browning was asuccessfur poet. Later in theii rerationship erilniil riimserrwas scorned as people said he was trying to borrori heifame to boost himself,

she goes on to riken herserf to an out-of-date, out of tuneinstrument. A viol was an ofd instrument even in thenineteenth century. She is hinting il n*, age here. She
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speaks of how a singer would snatch it when in a hurry but
then be disillusioned and "lay it down at the first ill-sounding
note". Here she alludes to her ill-health and the perceived
rapidity of the relationship. So she casts herself as
inadequate to fulfil or complement an aftist, which is, of
course/ how she sees Browning. The use of the word,
"defaced" has connotations of ugliness and irreparable ruin.
Her low self esteem and chronic fear of being put aside and
perhaps, her expectation of it, is obvious and quite sad.

Yet she continues to say she was wrong - not about herself
but about her assumptions about the aftist:

I did not wrong myself so, but I placed
A wrong on thee.

Sadly, she is saying she believes she was right about her
own inadequacy but that the player, Browning, was more
accomplished than she realised. The italics used for "thed,
are used to emphasise her surprise that she had
underestimated him. You might decide the italics reflect her
jubilation that there is hope for the relationship. She is
admiring of the skill of the player that he can generate
"perfect strains" and that "'Neath master=hands" even a
ruined instrument can create sublime harmony. It is no
accident that she has chosen a viol. Not only was it
antiquated but with six strings it was very difficult to play.
The skill of the musician is emphasised by the complexity of
the instrument choice. Hence this is a very positive image
about the music which would symbolise their relationship.

Many see this realisation as a very positive sign for the
success of the union. The "perfect strains" equate to their
pefect love which she sees as complete and beyond the
ordinary. However, the image is absolutely deprecating for
Barrett Browning herself. She sees that he compensated for
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her shortfalr with his briiliance. She stiil depicts her self asflawed, old and broken.

The final line refers to the nature of that rove. she continuesthe simile of the prayer and the vior referring to tne (irot<e,'- "And great souls, at one stroke, may do arid doat,,. Onestroke of the strings from such a master can create ,,great
souls" which can act and are devoted. Here the actioiimplies the marriage which begins the sonnet. Remember
this is a huge action as it is a union forever i, CoOf.V., _
this was what marriage was to the rerigious victorian. ihespiritual aspect of their rove is refrected in the reference to"great soursi especiaily when we think back to sonnei xxrt.

Furthermore, since this spirituar connection is possibre..at
one stroke" it is impried that the rerationship, urir..,orghinvolving, "euick-loving hearts,', is not superficial usinufeared' It is Browning who nas ine power in this sonnet. Heis the wierder of the armost magicar abirity to create thesublime from nothing. It is has a rerigious r.ron.n..-(tiiink
fishes and loaves) and reminds us how she believes
Browning was responsibre for her own resurrection from adeath in life.

You may not see the poem this way. Many have decided itis a sonnet that is dominated by her guirt and regret,oout
the love. They argue the sonnei strows Barrett eio*ningtremorse that she is not good enough for her fianc6. sffi"see she feers guirty about agreeingl' marry a man of whichshe is unworthy. The poem is seei to express her sadnessof the ultimate fairure of the rerationship - that she cannotsee any success because of her flaws. There are someproblems with this reading. While she clearly pr.r.nt,
herself as undeserving, she seems accept her'failings
without question and the poem moves to grorify Browning. Iam not convinced her focus is entirery herierf. nbo the nnat
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lines seem to celebrate the love that he can manage. I
cannot see the negative picture of their marriage.

Nevertheless, it is impoftant you decide how you see the
poem and be able to substantiate your response. I see the
poem ending with a sense of resolution and hope for the
future.

Ideas

The power of love

Barrett Browning quite cleverly presents herself in the worst
possible light in this poem. Yet despite her flaws, the love
that Browning elicits is pure and powerful. Here she gives
the power to her lover but the notion that it is love that
helps bring her from darkness has not changed. She depicts
her past as old, decrepit and dark by comparing herself to
an antiquated instrument and desiring the night.

Love is uplifting and the religious elevation of Browning is
an effective way to show the power of love in his hands. He
is the supreme craftsman. There is the recognition that love
can be swift. It is so powerful that it can take individuals by
surprise. The simile of the viol also shows the power of love.
The instrument is old and worn-out - a par:allel to Barrett
Browning's age and ill-health but the notes within can be
pure if nurtured properly. Hence Barrett Browning's spiritual
worth is revealed through the power of love.
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Love provides hope

Barrett Browning is clear that she sees herself as rather
unworthy. Her previous life is shown to be melancholy,
lonely and life-less. Here the image of the "defaced', viol
symbolises this. yet the instrument can yield beautiful music
and we see this means she can be given new life, It is love
that provides Barrett Browning wiil'L the hope for the future.
The ending is joyful in the possibilities that this .rmasteri canpresent.

The nature of ideal love

once again the spiritual, soul-bonding nature of ideal love is
referred to. The craftsman creates..gieat souls, at one
stroke". For Barrett Browning, real love has wondrous
depth. This notion that real love goes beyond the sujerficial
is shown by her references to the soul beneath her broken
shell.

The male dominance in love is also shown through the
sonnet, Browning is manages the love - whetheiyou see it
as successful or not, It is he who draws the notes from the
viol, metaphorically forcing her spirit from her weak bodv.
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Sonnet )OOGI - euestions

1. Summarise this poem in FIVE points.

2. a. Describe the attitude of the persona towards her lover.

b' Discuss how this attitude reflects her self esteem and
the patriarchal society she lived in.

3' a. Examine the structure of the sonnet. summarise its
features (ie. rhyme scheme, line stresses, line
syllables, idea development)

b. How tightly is it organised?

4' Explain how the comparison of the persona with the vior
is used to represent the ideas of the sonnet.

5. choose THREE words used by the poet listed below and
discuss why you think she has specifically chosen each.

. loathe
r snatched
. il l-sounding
. defaced

6. Think of another comparison which Barrett Browning
might have used to represent her feelings about her
unsuitability. Evaluate it in comparison to her use of the viol.
Explain your comparisont effectiveness and limitations.
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